HOME   RULE   TO   THE   PORE
Some say that the party had regained its soul : at all events
they reverted to Disraeli's affirmation of the Union, a poliry
which undoubtedly coincided with the Queen's vlrws, and
which was to give them supremacy in politics, except for one
interval, for close on twenty years ; yet, to any critical
student of the period, the grave and ugly suspicion must
present itself that the Conservatives had far from derided
against Home Rule between June and November 1885, and
were quite prepared to bargain with Parnell in return for
Parliamentary support which would have ensured them a
safe Parliamentary majority. But the result of the elections
negatived such a possibility, and the Conservatives shook the
dust of Home Rule off their feet. A challenging affirmation
of the Union was a feature of the Queen's Speech of January
1886, and of course the Government was noon heavily
defeated. Mr. Gladstone formed a Government* and,
although he persuaded Joseph Chamberlain, already a
convinced Unionist, to join his Ministry> the results of the
election on the new franchise in Ireland had already decided
him to espouse Home Rule as his last crusade. Meanwhile,
Randolph Churchill, well aware of the divided counsels of
the Liberal Party, saw that a new alignment of parties on
the Unionist and Home Rxale division would with good
fortune secure a decisive majority for the Unionists, and that
the Conservatives would be the preponderant partner in the
new alliance. Moreover, he was convinced that there was a
winning card in the paek. u 1 decided some time ago,** he-
wrote bluntly to his friend Lord Justice Fitz~Gibt>on on
the 16th February, 1886, " that if the G.O.M. went for Home
Rule, the Orange card would be the only one to play. Please
God it may turn out the ace of trumps and not the two."
He was as good as his word : on the 22nd February lie had
crossed the Channel and landed at Lame. " lie was wel-
comed like a king/' wrote his illustrious son. Indeed, the
Unionists of Ulster realised that at long last the mighty
Conservative Party had espoused their cause, and that they
were no longer alone ; the night of doubt and sorrow was
ended ; they had not been abandoned to Parnell and the
Moonlighters after all. Yet, loving discipline and leadership